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In This Issue

As the summer of 1999 passes quickly by—or as
winter does, for our friends in the Southern
Hemisphere—we find exciting developments in the
field of student assessment. Currently, 32 countries
around the world are busy preparing to send data
from a field trial of a new international assessment to
the international contractor for analysis. This new
assessment—OECD’s Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA)—differs from previous
efforts in that it will measure the performance of 15
year-old students in reading, mathematics, and
science from the perspective of literacy, as well as
the social and educational context in which they live
and learn. This edition’s feature article provides an
overview of PISA, what is being assessed, what
outcomes are expected, and where we are now in the
process. It is followed by submissions from
individual countries telling of their expectations for
PISA and their plans for analysis and dissemination.

Also included in this issue is a Country Highlight
focusing on the German educational system and
recent developments with regard to assessment.
Learn about some of the challenges facing Germany
as it begins to incorporate formal assessment its
education systems, as well as about some of the
exciting plans Germany has for PISA, which are
among the ambitious of any of the participating
countries. Finally, read our regular features for
updates on what’s happening around the INES
project and countries’ current assessment activities.

As usual, we offer special thanks to all those who
provided information for the newsletter. In
particular, we would like to express our gratitude to
Andreas Schleicher from the OECD for contributing
information on PISA; Jochen Schweitzer from
Germany who authored the article on the German
educational system; and Allan Nordin and Jaap
Scheerens and their staff for updates from Networks
B and C. Enjoy the newsletter—our 10" one—and
we will see you next time!

August 1999

PISA — A New, Regular
Survey of 15 Year-Olds

This article was provided by Andreas Schleicher of the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD), with contributions  from
Network members added by Maria Stephens.

The International Perspective

How well are young adults prepared to meet the
challenges of the future? Are they able to
analyze, reason and communicate their ideas
effectively? Do they have the capacity to
continue learning throughout life? Parents,
students, the public and those who run
education systems need to know. Many
education systems in the OECD monitor student
learning to provide some answers to these
questions. Comparative international analyses
can extend and enrich the national picture by
establishing the levels of performance being
achieved by students in other countries and by
providing a larger context within which to
interpret national results.

In response to the increasing demand for solid
and internationally comparable evidence of
educational outcomes, the governments of the
OECD have launched the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA). PISA
is a collaborative process, bringing together
scientific expertise from participating countries,
steered jointly by their governments, through
the OECD, on the basis of shared, policy-driven
interests. Countries are working together to
produce a method of assessing students that is
valid across countries, that is strong at
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measuring relevant skills and that is based on
authentic life situations. (Exhibit I provides
an overview of the information contained in
this article and a summary of PISA’s key
features.)

PISA will produce policy-oriented and
internationally comparable indicators of
student achievement on a regular and timely
basis. These include:

e basic indicators providing a baseline
profile of the knowledge and skills of
students;

e contextual indicators, showing how such
skills relate to important demographic,
social, economic and educational
variables;

e indicators on trends that will emerge from
the on-going, cyclical nature of the data
collection and that will show changes in
outcome levels, changes in outcome
distributions and changes in relationships
between student-level and school-level
background variables and outcomes over
time.

Since the aim of PISA is to assess the
cumulative yield of education systems at an
age where schooling is still largely universal,
testing will focus on 15 year-olds enrolled in
both school-based and work-based educational
programs. Between 4 500 and 10 000 students
will typically be tested in each country,
providing a good sampling base from which to
break down the results according to a range of
student characteristics.

The results of the OECD assessments, to be
published every three years along with other
indicators of education systems, will allow
national policy makers to compare the
performance of their education systems with
those of other countries. They will also help to
focus and motivate educational reform and
school improvement, especially where schools
or education systems with similar inputs

achieve markedly different results. Further, they
will provide a basis for better assessment and
monitoring of the effectiveness of education
systems at the national level.

“International evaluations can reveal, more
clearly than national ones, the special
characteristics of a particular education culture
with respect to its context, processes, learning
achievements, and developmental challenges.
From a close range it is often difficult to see —
than from the distance, within a world-wide frame
— what the most original features are in one’s
own educational culture: where the strongest
points are, where the best potential is; and on
the other hand, what is weak, stagnant, or
problematic.”

—Pirjo Linnakyl&, Finland

Thirty-two countries, including 28 OECD
Member countries, plan to take part in the
PISA. These are: Australia, Austria, Belgium,
Brazil, Canada, China, the Czech Republic,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea,
Latvia, Luxembourg, Mexico, the Netherlands,
New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, the
Russian Federation, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the
United States.

What is being assessed?

PISA aims to assess some of the knowledge and
skills that enable students to participate fully in
society and the economy and to become lifelong
learners. Some elements, such as the mastery of
key scientific concepts, are likely to be part of
the school curriculum, but the PISA
assessments will go beyond mastery of a
defined body of knowledge of the type included
in many school subjects. They will look at
students’ ability to reflect actively on their
knowledge and experience and to address issues
that will be relevant to their own future lives.
The first survey cycle covers three “domains’:
reading literacy, mathematical literacy and
scientific literacy.
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e Reading literacy requires students to
perform a range of tasks with different
kinds of text. The tasks range from
retrieving  specific  information  to
demonstrating a broad understanding and
interpreting text and reflecting on its
content and features. The texts that are
used will include not just standard prose
passages but also various types of
documents such as lists, forms, graphs,
and diagrams.

e Mathematical literacy entails the use of
mathematical competencies at several
levels, ranging from performance of
standard mathematical operations to
mathematical thinking and insight. It also
requires the knowledge and application of
a range of mathematical content that is
drawn from areas such as chance, change
and growth, space and shape, quantitative
reasoning, uncertainty and dependency
relationships. This includes specific areas
of the mathematics curriculum, such as
algebra, numbers and geometry.

e Scientific literacy involves the use of key
scientific concepts in order to understand
and help make decisions about the natural
world. It also involves being able to
recognize  scientific  questions, use
evidence, draw scientific conclusions and
communicate these conclusions. Scientific
concepts relevant to the students’ world
both now and in the near future will be
used. These include concepts to do with
science in life and health, earth and the
environment, and technology.

The term “literacy” is chosen to reflect the
breadth of the knowledge, skills and
competencies being assessed. The assessment
domains are defined in terms of: the content or
structure of knowledge that students need to
acquire in each domain; the processes that
need to be performed; and the contexts in
which knowledge and skills are applied. For

each domain there will be a continuous scale on
which the performance levels of individuals and
the distributions of performances of populations
can be represented by scores.

Competencies that cross curriculum boundaries
will have a growing importance in PISA as it
develops over time. PISA 2000 will analyze
student motivation and other aspects of student
attitudes, under the heading “self-concept.” In
2003, PISA will also specifically assess
students’ ability to solve problems.

To gather contextual information, students and
the principals of their schools will also be asked
to respond to background questionnaires that
will take 20 to 30 minutes to complete. These
questionnaires are central tools to allow the
analysis of results in terms of a range of student
and school characteristics. They will seek
information about: the students and their family
backgrounds, including the economic, social
and cultural capital of students and their
families; aspects of students’ lives such as their
attitudes to learning, their habits and life inside
school and their family environment; aspects of
schools such as the quality of the school’s
human and material resources, public and
private control and funding, decision-making
processes and staffing practices; and the context
of instruction including institutional structures
and types, class size and the level of parental
involvement.

What will come out of PISA?

At first international report will present the
overall results, while national governments will
develop their own reporting methods, putting
results in the context of their own education
systems and context. The OECD will also
publish a series of analytical reports examining
the implication of PISA results for policy.
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Exhibit I: Key Features of PISA

Basics

¢ An internationally standardized assessment, jointly developed by participating countries and
administered to 15 year-olds in groups in their schools.

e Administered in 32 countries, of which 28 are members of the OECD.

e Between 4 500 and 10 000 students will typically be tested in each country.

Content

e PISA covers three domains: reading literacy, mathematical literacy and scientific literacy.

o PISA aims to define each domain not merely in terms of mastery of the school curriculum, but
in terms of important knowledge and skills needed in adult life. The assessment of cross-

curriculum competencies is an integral part of PISA.

o Emphasis is placed on the mastery of processes, the understanding of concepts and the
ability to function in various situations within each domain.

Methods

e Pencil and paper tests are used, with assessments lasting a total of 2 hours for each student.

o Testitems are a mixture of multiple-choice test items and questions requiring the student to
construct their own responses. The items are organized in groups based on a passage

setting out a real-life situation.

e A total of about 7 hours of test items is included, with different students taking different
combinations of the test items.

e Students answer a background questionnaire that takes 20-30 minutes to complete,

providing information about themselves. School principals are given a 30-minute
questionnaire asking about their schools.

Assessment cycle

o The first assessment will take place in 2000, with first results published in 2001, and will
continue thereafter in three-year cycles.
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Finally, a rich array of data from the survey
will be made available to others who wish to
conduct their own analyses. Results will be
summarized on the PISA  website
(http://www.pisa.oecd.org/).

In each domain, students’ achievement levels
will be reported on a continuum describing
their capacity to perform specific tasks.
Breakdowns will also be possible for sub-
groups defined by student characteristics -
such as achievement by gender or by socio-
economic group.

PISA will provide an extensive basis for
policy-oriented analysis of the assessment
results. By comparing the direction and pace
of change in different countries, policy makers
will be able to put local developments in the
context of global change to meet the
challenges of the new century. For example,
PISA will allow policy makers to:

e relate student performance to the context
of instruction;

e analyze the relationships between student
performance and school factors such as
the quality of the school’s human and
material resources or public and private
control, funding and decision-making
mechanisms;

e analyze differences in achievement
patterns  within  countries, including
information on the proportion of variation
in student performance between, rather
than within, schools as well as the extent
to which schools influence the relationship
between students’ performance and the
economic, social and cultural capital of
their families; and

e compare aspects of students’ lives such as
their attitudes to learning and their life in
school and in their family environment.

Progress to date

During 1998, OECD Members built consensus
at both policy and technical levels on
assessment frameworks that identify the PISA
tasks characteristics and indicate how these
characteristics will be used in constructing the
assessments. To support this process, experts
groups were established that were charged
with linking the PISA policy objectives with
the best internationally available technical
expertise in the different assessment domains.
The aim of these expert groups was to ensure
that the PISA assessment instruments are
internationally valid and take into account the
cultural and educational contexts in OECD
Member countries; that the assessment
materials have strong measurement properties;
and that the instruments place an emphasis on
authenticity and educational validity.

These assessment frameworks were then
translated into assessment tasks and items.
Again, there was wide international
collaboration in this process. Various
opportunities were provided for country
feedback on the stimuli and items and
virtually all countries participating in PISA
actively seized these opportunities. Most
countries submitted candidate assessment
materials in order to inform and to provide
input to the process of instrument
development. In addition to assuring linguistic
and cultural breadth in the origin of the
assessment materials, PISA went through an
extensive review of the cultural and linguistic
appropriateness of the test items in all
participating countries. Each test item was
reviewed with regard to exposure of students
to the content in a school and non-school
context, any anticipated cultural bias and
overall suitability for use in participating
countries.
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During the months March - May 1999, a PISA
field trial was conducted in all participating
countries through which the assessment items
were tried out. The results from this field trial
are currently being analyzed and the results
will be used to select items that contribute to
indicators of useful skills and knowledge and
that are valid for making comparisons of
students in different countries.

Towards the end of this year the main study
instruments will be developed. Although the
assessment of individual students will last two
hours the items included will, because
different students will be assessed with
different combinations of material, add up to
nearly seven hours of assessment material.
This will ensure a wide coverage of the
domains. Some questions will be multiple-
choice while others will require students to
construct their own responses. The objective
of much of the assessment material will be to
determine whether students can reflect and
think actively about the domain, rather than
simply repeat knowledge that they have
learned.

The National Perspectives

While the preceding section provided
information about PISA at the international
level, this section will examine PISA from
individual national perspectives, describing
countries’ own reports of why they chose to
participate in PISA, what optional components
are planned, and how they plan to use the
information gained.

Rationale for Participating in PISA

There are a variety of reasons that countries
cite when explaining why they have chosen to
participate in PISA, a project in which
participation has exceeded even the most
optimistic expectations formed at its outset.
Of the countries that responded to our request
for information, nearly all (Czech Republic,

Finland, Mexico, New Zealand, and Spain)
mentioned the importance of collecting data
that allows countries to look at their system-
wide performance in comparison to their
counterparts around the world. This was
important for countries not simply for the
knowledge of one’s own current potential for
global competitiveness, but for examining
education systems and finding ways to
improve teaching and learning.

Also, interestingly, Mexico stated that beyond
the wusefulness of gaining comparative
information for policy analysis, PISA will be
of value for the experience that policy makers
and researchers in Mexico will gain by
working on a collaborative, technical effort of
this magnitude.

Another benefit that countries frequently cited
relates to the #ype of information PISA will
collect. For instance:

e Austria described the information PISA
will provide about students’ knowledge,
skills, and backgrounds as essential for
determining the effectiveness of the
education system in Austria.

e For the Czech Republic, PISA’s focus on
literacy is very important, as a new
conceptual foundation for the education
system is being developed which stresses
the development of “life skills and
competencies” in basic and secondary
education.

e Finland, too, notes that the future
orientation — rather than a curricular one —
is a particularly appealing feature of PISA.

e Norway, like the Czech Republic and
Finland, also appreciates the broad
conception of what skills, attitudes, and
abilities are important to measure.

Several countries also noted that PISA fit
directly with a national policy or national
curriculum:
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e For New Zealand, PISA provides an
opportunity to systematically study
student outcomes for those students who
are nearing the end of compulsory school
in three important learning areas in the
New Zealand curriculum, and it fulfills the
desired international component of their
national assessment policy framework.

e Among other reasons, Norway finds PISA
to be of great interest, as it has features
that match well with their curricular
guidelines that were recently developed
during the reforms of 1997.

Another feature of PISA that promoted some
countries’ participation was its promise of
trend data in the areas of reading,
mathematics, and science literacy over the
next decade. One of the most interesting
examples was provided by the Czech
Republic. There, policy makers are interested
to find out whether the “insufficiency” of
Czech students as analyzed in the IEA
Reading Literacy Study will be confirmed in
the first cycle of PISA and how it may change
over time.

National Participation in the Optional
Components of PISA

As mentioned earlier in this article, PISA
consists of two international options—both
self-report questionnaires—in addition to the
main assessments and context questionnaires.
The first is the CCC/self-concept option and
the second is the information technology (IT)
option. Twenty of the 32 countries
participating in PISA have elected to
administer the self-concept instrument, and
nearly all will participate in the IT option.

Those not participating in the CCC option cite
the experimental nature of the instrument, the
lack of relevance in the national context, or a
desire not to overburden students as reasons
for non-participation. Some countries that

have chosen to participate in the IT option did
note, however, that in the future they would
like to see the survey go deeper into issues
such as use and impact of technology. Most
countries acknowledge that there is still
development work to be done and questions to
be answered with regard to what it is we want
to know related to IT.

In PISA, countries also have the opportunity
to develop national options or additions, with
the approval and advice of the international
contractor. The options that some countries
have chosen to include range from, at the most
simple, the addition of items to existing
surveys or oversampling for more analytic
possibilities to, at the more complex, the
addition of entire surveys or assessments.
Exhibit IT describes the national options being
undertaken in responding countries.

Uses of PISA Results

The obvious and main wuse that most
responding countries name for the PISA
results was to inform policy decisions related
to education. More specifically:

e Austria described how the results from
PISA would be used to provide guidance
for curricular innovation, as well as to
improve pedagogy and the didactics of
domains.

e The Czech Republic stated a wish that a
number of PISA items would be released
following the test, in hopes that they could
serve as an interesting source of new ideas
to current and future Czech teachers.
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Exhibit ll: National Options in PISA

Country

Options Planned

Austria

Five options are planned:

Reading Speed Test (to provide additional information about decoding skills)
Survey questions on students’ behavior in reading

Survey questions on information technology use in school and for reading
Survey questions on school quality and reading

Survey questions on the pscyhological state of students with regard to school

Czech Republic

Two options are being considered:

e Teacher survey (on methods, attitudes)

e Follow-up study to validate students’ responses to background questionnaire

Finland No national options are planned.
Germany Several options are planned:
e Parent questionnaire
e Oversampling to allow breakdown by Laender (states)
e Additional grade-based sample (9th grade)
o Assessment of English and German competencies
e Assessment of problem solving skills
e Survey questions on curriculum
Ireland One option is planned:
o Reading Speed Test (to determine effects of speed on performance in this
assessment, where reading load is heavy)
Mexico One option is being considered:
e Teacher survey (on their preparation, second jobs, salary)
Norway Two options are planned:
e Oversampling of language minorities for expanded analysis possibilities
¢ Inclusion of more detailed diagnostic codes for deeper national analysis
Spain One option is planned:

e Oversampling in Autonomous Communities to allow their comparison to
national and international means
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¢ Finland noted that, among other things,
they would use PISA to inform questions
of particular national interest. For
instance, officials there are particularly
interested in questions related to changes
in the education system and learning
environments, such as the effects of
decentralization for educational equity,
efficiency, excellence, emancipation, and
empowerment among regions,
municipalities, schools, and students.

With regard to plans for dissemination, most
responding countries are in the initial stages of
planning and do not yet have explicit plans.
Finland seems to have a head start, however.
Officials have held press conferences, placed
articles in national newspapers, and recently
made presentations at teachers’ assemblies.
Further, they have plans to publish, by
Autumn 1999, the assessment frameworks in
Finnish—which some educators jokingly refer
to as the secret “X-Files”—and provide a free
copy to all schools participating in the field
trial and make the remaining copies available
for regular sale. Dissemination efforts are
already underway in Germany, as well, and
numerous articles about PISA have been
placed in the popular press.

In the Czech Republic, a dissemination
similar to that used for TIMSS is planned—
with brochures, reports, newspaper articles,
and lectures aimed at a wide range of
audiences. New Zealand also noted the
importance of targeting all possible interested
audiences with materials designed particularly
for them. In that country, various documents,
fliers, and reports will be prepared for:
parents and the broader public; those who
govern schools (boards of trustees); those who
manage schools (principals and
administrators); teachers engaged in classroom
practice; and the students themselves.

Network Updates

Network A

Network A last met in Paris, from March 22-
24, where the group discussed their plans for
indicators for Education at a Glance in 2000
(EAG 2000), for a publication on the future of
the field of student assessment (the so-called
Network A 2000 publication), and for an
evaluation of PISA. The group also provided
guidance regarding the further development of
PISA’s context questionnaires, next steps for
the CCC/self-regulated learning option in
PISA, and the draft map of the problem
solving domain.

In May, a small working group met in
Washington, D.C.  The purpose of this
meeting was for Network members to provide
guidance to the Secretariat in drafting
preliminary terms of reference for the second
cycle of PISA. The terms of reference are
being reviewed by Network A members and
members of PISA’s Board of Participating
Countries this summer and will be finalized
over the coming months.

Network A will meet again in Luxembourg,
from October 27-29. At this time, Network
members will review indicators for EAG
2000, chapters for Network A 2000, and the
proposed final instruments for CCC/self-
regulated learning and information
technology. Additionally, members will
review the final draft map of problem solving
and the accompanying annotated bibliography.
Network A members also will be updated on
the PISA field trial results and on the
progression of the evaluation of the
implementation of PISA. Finally, during the
meeting in Luxembourg, the group will
discuss plans for the next phase of problem
solving development work and other possible
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developmental activities (e.g. assessments of
information technology literacy, reading in a
second language and integrated
communication).

Network B

During the spring of 1999, Network B
prepared a Strategy Paper to organize projects
through the end of 2000. As the paper cites,
the two main objectives of the Network are to
develop and improve indicators of Continuing
Education and Training (CET) and on the
transition from school to work.

To carry out the work under the two primary
objectives, two sub-committees have been
established. FEight countries have confirmed
their interest in joining the sub-committee on
Transition, which will be coordinated by
Patricia de Brouker.  Meanwhile, eleven
countries have agreed to participate in the
development of indicators of Continuing
Education and Training (CET), which will be
led by Anna Borkowsky. Interestingly, the
CET group gathered in Neuchatel, Switzerland
on July 7-8, to meet with a sub-group of the
International Life Skills Survey (ILSS).
Among the topics of discussion was the
development of a questionnaire model on CET
to be attached to the countries’ Labor Force
Surveys.

The next Network B plenary meeting will take
place on September 27-29 in Athens, Greece.
The agenda will include a review of data for
the next EAG and an assessment of the data
collection for the new transition indicators.
Also, members will review the
implementation of ISCED 97 and will discuss
further work on indicators of Human Capital
Investment and Social Equity. Finally, sub-
committee sessions on CET and Transition
will take place during the same weekend.

Network C

In the first six months of 1999, Network C
met on two occasions—the first in Paris on
March 1-2 and the second in Noordwijk,
Netherlands on May 10-12. At Dboth
assemblies, the Survey of Schools at the
Upper Secondary level was a main topic for
discussion.

In January of 1999, the INES Steering
Committee agreed to support the Survey of
Schools at the Upper Secondary Level. This
survey will yield indicators on the structure
and number of units (schools, programs,
students) at the upper secondary level, both
regarding tracks for general education and
tracks for vocational education. In order to be
able to construct internationally comparable
indicators, thus making the survey viable, the
classification of programs needs to be refined
and expanded. Thus, an ambitious study of
program classifications is planned to take
place before the survey begins.

The Survey of Schools at the Upper
Secondary Level 1is focused on the
development of process indicators in four
areas:

e school characteristics aimed at facilitating
the transition to the labor market and/or
further education,

e conditions of schooling which are
instrumental to enhancing educational
quality,

e human resources, and

e availability and use of information and
communication technology.

The Upper Secondary School Survey will be
undertaken in two phases. The first phase will
focus on design and planning, involving all
the particulars instrument development and
related pre-tests. The second phase will be the
implementation of the survey. This stage will
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consist primarily of the field test, the main
study, and related activities of data
organization and analysis.

The preliminary activities, phase one, will take
place in 1999. The main study and the
development of indicators will take place in
2000 and 2001. Approximately 20 countries
participating in Network C, both European
and non-European, have expressed their
interest in participating in the survey.

Also prominent in the discussion of the two
meetings in 1999 was the coming edition of
EAG. For the 2000 edition, Network C will
prepare indicators on staffing, curriculum, and
locus of decision making of educational
systems. Staffing will be examined in terms
of the statutory salaries of teachers in public
and private schools, teaching and working
time, pre-service training of teachers, and the
age and gender distribution of teachers. The
curriculum indicators will provide information
about the total intended instruction time for
pupils in lower secondary education. Finally,
the indicators dealing with the locus of
decision making will provide information on
decision making in lower education on issues
of education finance, issues involving teachers
and other staff, and issues of curriculum in
lower secondary schools.

The BPC

The BPC last met in Tokyo in early March
1999. At this time, many members were
engaged in the field trial, which was a major
topic of discussion. They also discussed
proposals for a dissemination plan and
evaluation of PISA. The BPC’s next meeting
will be in Paris in October 1999. Members
will review the budget, review the results of
the field trial and discuss final instruments,
and receive updates on the evaluation of
PISA. The group also will discuss the
thematic reports planned for dissemination in

2001 and 2002 and developments with the
context questionnaires. A major topic also
will be a review of the draft terms of reference
for the second cycle of PISA and more
generally, the scope of PISA in the future.

Country Highlight:
Germany

This article was prepared by Jochen Schweitzer,
Member of INES Network A, BPC, and German
National Committees for PISA.

This article describes the practice of

educational

- assessment  in

) b Germany, in the

context of a

Federal system

of government in

which

responsibility for

education is

devolved entirely

to the states, or

“Laender.” Each of the 16 Laender has its

own educational laws, special regulations, and

structures for its school  system.

Consequently, the practice of assessment on a

wide-scale is a recent development, but one

that is growing and gaining attention in
Germany.

£

Overview of the Education System

Educational legislation and administration of
the educational system are primarily the
responsibility of the Ministries of Education
or Cultural Affairs in the Laender. The
ministries are responsible in particular for
determining the structure of the school system,
hiring the teaching staff, and making all
decisions regarding school matters.  The
communes (local authorities) set school
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budgets and maintain the school building and
its equipment. The degree of individual
schools’ freedom and autonomy with regard to
the governance of school matters varies across
the Laender. In Germany, about 94 percent of
students attend public schools, while about 6
percent attend private schools.

Compulsory education in Germany begins at
age six. At this time, students begin four
years of compulsory primary school. When
primary school is complete—when children
are ten years old—the German school system
is divided into three different types of schools:
the Hauptschule (lower standard), the
Realschule (middle standard) and the
Gymnasium  (grammar  school,  upper
standard), and students are placed in these
schools according to academic ability. In
addition to these three types of schools, there
is the comprehensive school (Gesamtschule)
which is common in Laendern with social
democratic governments. In comprehensive
schools, students stay together from the 5th to
the 10th grade and are divided into different
levels (or “tracked”) only in specific subjects.
The question of separation (such as into
Hauptschule, Realschule, or Gymnasium) or
integration (such as with comprehensive
schools) of schools in lower secondary
education is one the most controversial issues
between the two main parties, the social
democrats and the Christian democrats who
lead the different Laender-governments.
Thus, this is one of the ways in which
education systems vary across Laender.

In Germany there are no entrance
examinations to schools or universities. The
testimonials and school-leaving qualifications
of a school entitles a student (depending on
his or her academic success) to go either to the
next level of schooling or to vocational
training, after graduating from secondary
school.  There are generally agreed-upon
standards regarding the content of special
subjects (German, mathematics, foreign

languages) which must be maintained for the
degree at the end of lower secondary level in
all Laender. The “Abitur” (final grammar
school certificate) is the highest secondary
school degree possible. It entitles students
who hold the Abitur to go to any German
university and begin an academic career.
Detailed regulations and examination rules
exist for all upper grade grammar schools in
order to ensure the equivalence of the Abitur
certificate in every Laender.

Besides the grammar school certificate, there
are alternative ways to reach higher education
and an academic career. For instance,
students who have pursued vocational training
may be entitled to continue on to higher
education.  Vocational training in upper
secondary education is highly differentiated.
There is a large range of courses that offer
full-time vocational training within schools or
vocational training within the dual system (a
cooperative  combination of  academic
instruction and experience in the workplace).
Two-thirds of young people in Germany
undergo vocational training in the dual
system, usually for a period of three years.
The dual system is regulated by federal law,
and, as a result, is highly standardized. Those
who complete the training successfully are
entitled to do skilled work in one of about 370
recognized jobs. Some of these vocational
training courses lead to the highest school
degrees, which thus entitle students to
academic careers. There also are special
vocational education schools for students with
learning disabilities in order to integrate them
into the labor market.

The 16 Laender and their Ministers of
Education and Cultural Affairs cooperate on a
standing conference and a permanent
secretariat  office. ~ So,  despite  the
independence of the 16 Laender, there are
many similarities.  Although each Land
regulates the school-leaving qualifications and
assessments independently, all school-leaving
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qualifications and university examinations are
acknowledged by the various educational
systems. Thus, there are no consequences if a
student moves from one Land to another.
Furthermore, in order to exchange information
on the latest educational developments and
update the common education standards, the
ministers and their officials meet regularly.

Educational Assessment in
Germany

In Germany, the responsibility for the
assessment of the students‘ performances lies
exclusively with schools and their teachers.
Furthermore, there is no overall system or
framework for academic standards, even in the
Laender with partly centralized examination
systems. The variation between schools in the
German Laender was highlighted by two
studies: a landes-wide assessment of the
standard of performance of 5th graders in the
Land Hamburg and the Third International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), in
which Germany participated.

The Conference of the Education Ministers
thus has decided that all 16 Laender will
participate in the OECD’s Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA). The
PISA project was deemed so ambitious that
the Conference decided to extend the test
population considerably (“oversample”) in
order to enable comparison between the 16
Laender and between the different school
types within the Laender. A sample of ninth-
graders (in addition to the expanded age-based
sample of 15 year-old students) also will
participate in PISA in Germany.

In addition, the school survey was expanded
to gather information regarding the curricula
of the Laender and specific national
conditions of the schools in Germany.
Therefore, a second test day is needed to

administer the test and questionnaires. A
parental questionnaire will also be distributed.
The additional questionnaires are designed to
examine personal, social, and family features.
They enable a more thorough investigation of
the correlation between students’  test
performance and school, family, and social
conditions. Two final expansions include an
assessment of the sample’s communication
competencies in German and English, and an
assessment of a separate sample’s problem-
solving abilities, via a computerized test. In
addition to these alterations, a report on the
current research on assessments and data
analysis of student performances has been
requested by Professor Dr. Franz E. Weinert
from the Max-Planck-Institute of
Psychological Research in Munich.

The overall aim of Germany’s participation in
PISA is not a simple ranking of schools but a
fair comparison between student performance
within schools and among the Laender.

The popularity of studies like PISA is
spreading in Germany. Several Laender are
now planning or even performing their own
landes-wide assessments in certain grades and
in certain subjects. Other strategies for student
assessment and, more generally, evaluation of
the education system are also spreading. First,
teachers are being encouraged to discuss
student achievements, standards, requirements
and possibilities with colleagues in their own
schools and in other schools to improve
teaching. These discussions are often based on
comparable papers/tests among parallel
classes. Second, schools are encouraged to set
up school development plans, which
comprehensively describe their educational
and instructional efforts, against which they
can evaluate whether goals have been reached.
Usually, parents are involved in the
establishment of a school’s development plan.
Also, local employers and associations
frequently support the regional schools, and
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school inspectorates provide advice and/or
approval for the plans.

This incredible activity in the area of
assessment and evaluation is rather new for
Germany and would have been inconceivable
to such an extent ten years ago. This important
change in German educational policy and
administration signifies a desire to improve
schooling, teaching and learning. Now,
Germany is starting to adapt traditional forms
of steering and controlling schools, which are
already well known and wused in other
countries, for their own use. At the same time,
ministers and officials, as well as the schools
themselves, want to improve and increase the
instruments available for assessment in
additional areas, such as social learning, key-
qualifications, and school life.

Significantly, these goals are shared by and
reflected in the research programs of the Max-
Planck-Institute for Human Development in
Berlin, as well as other university institutes
and educational scientists in Germany. "Two
scientific conferences for researchers, policy
makers, and the teachers’ unions are planned
for September and December 1999.

In response to this rapid development in the
area of assessment and evaluation, non-
empirical educationalists and a substantial
number of teachers have strong reservations
and fears, which are expected to be voiced as
part of an avalanche of concerns. Their main
concern is that the traditional German
educational definition and concept that was
founded and influenced by the new-humanism
of Kant, Goethe and Humboldt 200 years ago
will be in danger if only measurable
achievements are evaluated, such as they
perceive formal assessments to do.

The acceptance of assessment programs in
Germany will depend on the analysis of the
results and preparation of useful indicators.
These results could provide interesting and

helpful information that would support
schools and teachers in their work. If only
rankings are published, and public interest
focuses solely on numerical data, the
opposition to these assessments will gain
momentum. Budget reductions in education
and the reduction of technical assistance for
such studies pose a threat to continued support
for assessment and breed an unstable balance
in the education community between hope and
skepticism. A campaign to inform and
persuade the population will be necessary in
the coming months and years if wide-scale
assessment is to take hold in Germany.

Current Assessment
Activitites

There has been a great deal of activity in the
area of student assessment since the last
newsletter, thanks largely to PISA. All
responding countries noted that they spent the
past six months engaged in activities related to
the field test, such as: translating the
instruments, training personnel, liaising with
schools participating in the field test,
administering the field test, scoring and
coding the tests, and cleaning data files.
Ireland and New Zealand also noted that
officials in their countries also met with the
national review or advisory boards during this
period on issues related to the field test.

Several countries noted other assessment
activities, as well. In the past six months,
Finland has been engaged in the main data
collection and related tasks for TIMSS-R,
SIALS, IEA Civic Education Project, and
their own National Assessment in Language
Arts. Further, they are participating in data
collection for the first module of the SITES
project and an EU project on international
indicators of Learning to Learn. In New
Zealand, work continued on the Assessment
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Resource Banks and additional tasks were
prepared for mathematics, science and
English. Also, officials prepared for data
collection for the second four-year cycle of the
National Monitoring Project, which will
collect data in September/October on student
achievement in science, information skills,
and art. Reports also were recently released
(or are soon-to-be) on the results of the last
year of the first cycle of the National
Monitoring Project, on students’ speaking and
listening skills, writing skills, health and
physical well-being, as well as on the results
in three assessment tasks in the School Entry
Assessment.

This newsletter is published under the auspices
of Network A. Network A, which is primarily
concerned  with  indicators of  student
achievement, is one of four working groups that
are part of OECD’s international Indicators of
Education Systems (INES) Project. The
newsletter is prepared by Eugene Owen
(Network A Chair) and Jay Moskowitz, Maria
Stephens, Philip Strunk, and Yasmin Shaffi of
the American Institutes for Research, with
contributions from Network A members.
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Contacts

Mr. Friedrich Plank

Austrian Federal Ministry for Education
and Cultural Affairs

Minoritenplatz 5

A-1014 Wien

AUSTRIA

ph (431) 53 120 35 02

fax (431) 53 120 99 35 02

email: friedrich.plank@bmuk.gv.at

Mr. Luc Van de Poele
Universiteit Gent

H. Dunantlaan 2 (2nCl floor)
B-9000 Gent

BELGIUM

ph (32) 92 64 63 98

fax (32) 92 33 10 98

email: luc.vandepoele@rug.ac.be

Ms. Dianne G. Pennock

Council of Ministers of Education
252 Bloor St. West

Suite 5-200

Toronto, Ontario M5S 1V5
CANADA

ph (416) 964 2551 x240

fax (416) 964 2296

email: dpennock@cmec.ca

Ms. Jana Strakova

Institute for Information on Education
Senovazne nam.26

112 21 Praha 1

CZECH REPUBLIC

ph (420) 2 24 393 443

fax (420) 2 26 71 37
janastr@alfa.uiv.cz

Mr. Niels Plischewski

Ministry of Education
Frederiksholms Kanal 26B

1220 Copenhagen K

DENMARK

ph (45) 339253 32

fax (45) 3392 73 31

email: niels.plischewski@uvm.dk

Ms. Pirjio Linnakyla

University of Jyvaskyla

Institute for Educational Research
PL 35

Seminaarinkatu 14

SF-40100 Jyvaskyla

FINLAND

ph (358) 41 60 32 81

fax (358) 41 60 32 01

email: linnakyl@jyu.fi

Ms. Jacqueline Levasseur

Ministére de I’Education Nationale

Direction de I’Evalution et de la
Prospective, DEP C2

142 Rue du Bac

75007 Paris

FRANCE

ph (331) 55 552923

fax (331) 45 48 41 21

email:

jacqueline.levasseur@gouv.education.fr

Mr. Jochen Schweitzer

Representative of the Education and
Culture Ministries of the German Federal
States to OECD/PISA

Rembertiring 8 — 12

Bremen D-28195

GERMANY

ph. (49421) 361-6512

fax (49421) 361-15542

email: jschweitzer@bildung.bremen.de

Mr. Michael O’Leary
Educational Research Centre
St. Patrick’s College

Dublin 9

IRELAND

ph (3531) 83737 89

fax (3531) 837 89 97

email: michael@erc.ie

Mr. Fernando Cordova Calderon
Direcion General de Planescion,
Programmascion, y Presupuesto
Mariano Escobedo No 456, Piso 7
Esquina con Eucken

Col. Casablanca, CP 11590
MEXICO, D.F.

ph. (525) 230-77 33

fax (525) 230 77 33 x. 18344
email: fcordova@sep.gob.mx

Mr. Frank Van der Schoot

National Institute for Educational
Measurement (Cito)

P.O. Box 1034

NL-6801 MG Arnhern

NETHERLANDS

ph (3126) 352 1311

fax (3126) 352 1356

email: frank.vanderschoot@cito.nl

Mr. David Philips

Ministry of Education

P.O. Box 1666

Wellington

NEW ZEALAND

ph (644) 471-6052

fax (644) 471-4409

email: david.philips@minedu.govt.nz

Mr. Jan Peter Stromsheim

CSTEEP, Campion Hall 323

School of Education, Boston College
Chesnut Hills, MA, USA 02467

for NORWAY

ph (617) 552-1739

fax (617) 552-8419

email: stromshe@bc.edu

Ms. Gloria Ramalho

GAVE

R. Pinheiro Chaga 17-20

1050 Lisboa

PORTUGAL

ph (3511) 319 0430

fax (3511) 354 3448

email: gave.me@mail.eunet.pt

Mr. Guillermo Gil

Ministerio de Educacion y Ciencia

Instituto Nacional de Calidad y
Evaluacion (IN.C.E.)

Fernando del Jarama, 14

28002 Madrid

SPAIN

ph (341) 562-5400 (x3737)

fax (341) 561 8921

email: gagil@ince.see.mec.es

Ms. Birgitta Fredander

National Agency for
Education/Skolverket

Kungsgatan 53

S-10620 Stockholm

SWEDEN

ph (468) 723 3307

fax (468) 24 4420

email: brigitta.fredander@skolverket.se

Mr. Uri Peter Trier
University of Bern
Padagogisches Institute A,
NFP 33

Muesmattstr 27

3012 Bern
SWITZERLAND

ph (4131) 631 82 76

fax (4131) 631 39 66
email: trieruri@sis.unibe.ch

Mr. Ziya Yediyildiz

Milli Egitim Bakanligi
Disiliskiler Genel Miidiirliigiis
06648 Ankara

TURKEY

ph (90) 312 413 1707

ph (90) 312 359 7009

fax (90) 312 418 8289

For additional information on assessment activities, please contact the above-mentioned persons.
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